Waves. 

Sometimes things propagate as waves. 


She found this moth(rat?)-eaten manual from a time not ours that mentioned this. That was before the invaders came. It may as well be centuries ago. There were stores that sold candies then. Wrapped in cellophanes of every color of the rainbow. What I'd give for something sweet now...


The sky is grey. It is always a shade of grey now. Sometimes lighter, during the day, I guess, or an ashen smeared easel of an irrational pantheon of uncaring gods and goddesses. We've been walking in what we assume is the same direction for at least two weeks. Following the river, keeping it to our left. At least we know we're not walking in circles. There's always an unnatural sound, like a sweeping broom across the tiled entranceway to Hell, that is present over the rushing water. Maybe that's why we stay close to the flowing - it almost blocks out the new world we have found ourselves in. Some semblances of a documentary on nature we might have seen when young and entertainment and learning were possibilities. There aren't many animals anymore. The ones that catch our peripherals are as ashen as the sky. Funny. I don't recall seeing foxes before, not in person. How long have we really been picking our way along this rocky terrain? 


Laura is ahead of me, carrying a long bamboo walking stick. Sometimes when I lie and smile, I tell her that's meant to help one walk. She lies and smiles back that of course it is helping her walk - if I keep it horizontal it functions as if I'm on a tightrope - look, I'm inching between downtown skyscrapers! 


An explosion in the distance, probably building sized. Sounds don't travel as far as they used to. All the greyness that came with Them is heavy, a wet blanket on the Earth, makes breathing a chore if one pays attention. The last buildings we saw were three-quarters immersed in the river. What is this body of water called? How does one forget what the local river is named? The same way one forgets what one's first car was, or where one's first kiss took place. Drive-in? Couch? Under bleachers? The explosion must be far enough to not be an immediate concern. No underfoot rumblings. We barely look up, in fact. We decided that attempting to track our progress in terms of direction was boring and pointless. It is not as if there is a goal we're reaching, a dot on a map that has a printed name next to it. In fact, the farther away we stay from those former dots on maps the better. Out here in the Great Big Fucking State Park of Wherever The Fuck We Are its peaceful enough.  No former right angles to remind us that there are no straight lines in nature. Can't remember the last time I waited for a red light. 


I'm catching up to Laura, she's crouching, long stick still horizontal, picking at something on or in the ground with her saw-toothed machete. There's no movement in the tree line except the branches and leaves themselves. Birds are almost non-existent now. I swear I don't ever recall seeing a fox in the flesh before, now they're the most common animal besides us. As I reach the limestone platform she spins, triumphant, see-I-told-you-the-stick-works, and holds out a bottle of Jamaican Red Stripe, looking new and shiny. Her excavation has unearthed a blue and white Igloo cooler chest from between boulders. Its full of formerly imported beers, a couple of red wax-encased wheels of cheese and luckily unopened large packets of bison jerky. 


Back when people milled like ants, endlessly constructing ventilation tunnels and waste depositories, they believed things. They had up to the minute holy documents crisscrossed with squiggly imaginary lines, like all holy documents. Wherever one found oneself in relation to the imaginary lines denoted certain realities. Foxes are more common than people now. Somewhere Walt Disney is not feeling irony. Sometimes those holy imaginary lines were rivers. People's most common trait was laziness. I remember viewing a satellite picture of Earth, and it seemed the only blue water left was that being fed the indigo stain for denim in a polluted tributary adjacent in what was China. So much holiness. When the need arose for things bigger than us to assist, those holy worshipped things, they remained as invisible and ineffectual as ever. The larger than our imaginations entities that did show themselves remained indifferent to our collective sigils and crossed hearts. These giants brought with them a new Art, a new way to draw lines on maps, and new definitions of what maps were. Blue is still the least common color of water, brown and red being much more favored. Faces old and young stare accusingly from just beneath the surface tensions now, no matter what the hue of the liquid. The Earth is somehow a quieter marble now, explosions less frequent. If one were being charitable one could say the new, gigantic forms had brought peace, finally, at last. The answers to so many prayers.


Light pollution is now an antiquated term. Sagan's billions and billions twinkle sparkle flash and swoosh above our heads now if our relative elevation to the sea is great enough. I am no eidetic astrologer, but Laura agrees that Orion's belt and Betelgeuse are no longer where they were. Or maybe obscured by clarity. Perhaps eventually we'll draw new imaginary lines in the night grey and link humanistic tragedies to them. That one's Boffo, the legendary fox masturbator, see his right hand has six fingers? And there's Yourmom, still popular as ever. Some of the stellar regions make audible strings of intermittent noises, attempting to ask our obsolete fax machines to a matinee. At least they're not selling us used cars yet. I wonder, would that make us scramble nowhere faster or drag our feet? The dead do not walk the globe. Hooded skeletons do not ride pale horses in search of wheat fields. It is possible something with many arms dances to an idiot piper. We smoke 'em if we got 'em, and we usually do. Drugs were big business and are more commonly laying around than cans of cranberry sauce. They brought peace on Earth with Them, and an end to poverty, however one measures it. And they didn't even demand praise. 

We haven't seen any other people in at least two weeks. Not alive, anyway.  Most of the corpses are floating in pieces unidentifiable down past us. Any former homes by the waterfront have been abandoned. Proximity to the new vast creatures does something to the thought processes. Makes the electrons jump track and wind up in the wrong brain receptors. They're not eating us. They're not even interacting with humanity unless we attack them. Nukes were used. That was the last Laura and I heard. The largest groups of people we've seen were four, across the river. They made no sign of recognition, no waves or yells. A mutual noticing. They were headed the way we came, on the other side. 


We've stopped at a two-story home with a boatless dock. A fire has turned the former garage into ash, but the adjacent kitchen and walk-in pantry is still full of groceries. Sandwich creme cookies with evaporated milk on the master bedroom deck. Sheets still smell like scented detergent and the water still gurgles from the faucets when they're turned. No electricity. Those electrons don't do the same things either. The long drive leading up to the structure is buried under massive fallen pines. Debris clogs the river itself, using a boat seemed useless, as if there was a destination to speed away to. Laura calls it "Fort mumbleblarrg," exhaustedly burying her head in a couch cushion laid out on the deck. I stuff more cookies between my teeth. The view provided of the terrain from the deck looks like an angry child shook the ant farm, and bored, tossed it away inna drainage ditch outside a seafood buffet inna resort town. My skin imagines it has been coated in egg and floured batter several times. Shaking the sludge off my head I collapse on the unmade bed by the sliding glass, very seriously stained doors.


[ they severed the hands that's what the Spaniards did. Halberded piles palms up


fires not cauterizing, smudging


glints of spittled grin thick lenses calloused fingers zipping up weatherbeaten


blood, from not yet a teenager


cotton briars, green bitterness


whens


please not again]


Fort Mumbleblarrg seems as good as any place to experience intense hallucinations and/or time slips and/or simultaneous dimensional realities. It has cookies. After dragging all the usable foodstuff up to the master bedroom suite atop the remnants of the wooded structure and making use of the handily, almost obscenely organized tools to actually um, fortify the narrow stairwell, we immediately crash near comatose for days, ingesting sugars and fats like there were supermarkets with humming freezer sections on every city intersection. This place even has a wine cellar, a real one, not a glass doored cabinet. I am almost disappointed there is no cask of Amontillado. 


On the fourth day another explosion, still far enough to not feel blasted heat or earthquaking floorboards, but it trails along with it a visible atmospheric channel that spins off like the arm of a hurricane. For hours all the colors in the spectrum become grimy, unctuous, the view from the bottom of a fast-food fryer overdue for straining. Nausea sets in during and afterward. All of a sudden being on a carpet is the same as lying face down in a two-inch-deep tray of cultivated maggots, complete with crawling movements up the walls and greenish-grey waves lighting up the flatscreen of the now-defunct television across from the bed. Huddled in the center, trying desperately not to touch or even look at the floor while convulsively emptying our bowels and stomachs, the moldering lightshow starts to produce three dimensional effects, coming closer, then sinking in far past the wall its mounted on. 


Blankness. Grey. Millipedes. Water still runs, still looks clear. All of the carpet gets torn out and heaved over the deck's railing, along with the sodden mattress. Mumbleblarrg was a perfect title, man. From the deck a three-foot-wide stripe is clearly visible across the landscape. Straight from our perspective, disappearing into the horizon, a charred, still smoking narrow strip of burnt. Trees that formerly stood in its path are simply gone, not piles of twisted branch stubs and ash. Gouges in the limestone, an actual scraping it seems. Smell of overripe, rotting fruit, something exotic like ugli or dragon with an artificial sweetener aftertaste in the nostrils; acrid, bulbous decay accelerated by molecular science students proud of their work. Evidence of this is visible in the river itself - a darkened stripe underneath the waterflow which now eddies at the banks. Added to the evidence of former civilization already present in the water are the carcasses of fish, or fish-like creatures, at least. It is difficult to discern what the original shapes of the savagely torn chunks of flesh might have been. The entire column of moving water is black and brown and maroon and bright fire truck red. There is a small fire burning on the opposite shore. Impossible to tell what exactly, just a blur of burning. For the moment there is a wind, steady, away from us. Blessedly, away from us.


Laura would tell stories about being born on a side of a river I was not. I was born on an Air Force base in Texas. This is not that river. It doesn't look familiar to either of us. We don't know what it is called or was called. I had lived in Texas for all but four of forty-three years. I have never seen a fox except on screens, maybe a billboard. Now they're like neighborhood dogs. The trees, the grasses, they're familiar, but not intimately so. What are all these foxes eating? What stopped eating all the foxes and let their population burgeon? Laura says since that last wave she has a scar missing. It was to the side of a bone in her wrist, she got it while working in a field with her mother as a child. I don't remember for sure - it is not my wrist, but I believe her. Neither of us can relate to the other how we got here, and when we attempt it again the story breaks down at maybe a different point. The last memory we have that stays the same is that we were both inna friend's car driving up to the convenience store a mile from my parents' old trailer. Then... Even when telling our own stories over again they change. At least that's what the other person claims. 


There is plenty of packaged, indestructible food left. Some of the vintages are over sixty years old. We start on those just because. I stick a sewing needle through one of the corks and float it in a bowl of water. It doesn't seem to do anything in particular, which means I've probably forgotten a step in compass making. Best as I can tell we're headed vaguely north. Absolutely nothing I have observed points definitively to that conclusion. For now, this is as good a place as any. 


Contrary to most horror movie logic there are several battery powered devices fully charged, more or less, and picking up all kinds of stations. Allot of them are preprogrammed and safeguarded against any possibility that silence could happen, lest our listeners disappear. There are no live voices, though even the public station is replaying an interview with a United Nations ambassador intermittently with blocks of humming where the local station breaks would be. Neither of us recognize any of the station call letters or frequencies. Even the fifty-thousand-watt WOAI transmission is absent. Quickly we settle on the classical public broadcast, coming in surprisingly clear. It is the only one playing music without lyrics exclusively. It helps make all the alien noises more tolerable. When stars are visible focusing one's attention on a certain grouping will now cause them to actually respond - both with sounds and visual effects. It is not just our poor human senses - recordings on our phones document the phenomena in even greater detail. Clear enough skies to see past the grey are rare, but at least two infinite directions yield beautiful results. I name them after Greek sirens in my head, not wanting to be outwardly any more pessimistic than the situation demands. Most stars are silent and stationary enough. For now. There is still one sun in the sky that seems to do the same thing it used to, even though its greyed out usually. Maybe tomorrow it will offer two scoops of raisins. 


And. Aspirin in the aftermath of wine. We've been here four or five days and just now notice that there are no identifying traces at all of whom once lived here. No photos framed. No mail clinging to the refrigerator door with magnets. No kids' homework, or children's toys at all. There are true crime and mystery novels. No religious items. There are also no clothes hanging in closets or folded in drawers. Like we interrupted the crew dressing the set. 

The audio stream changes from madrigals to Gregorian chants. It is still less memory invoking than pop songs of love gained and lost and sex. We've noshed through most of the sugars and salts and fats and have begun opening cans of vegetables and beans. Laura reminds me she's a Mormon and I pick up the old argument that no, she is not. My father attended a seminary in Michigan to become a priest before he joined the Air Force as a Chaplin and married a paranoid schizophrenic, what the Roman Catholic church labels a possession case officially. I like to get drunk and talk about religion and politics. When I carried a wallet, it contained separate business cards for ghost and demon removal services. My reasoning being that demons are way more dangerous than the cranky old fartbag of Aunt Mabel bitching about your choice of cat food for Mr. Snuggles and should be priced accordingly. My first official girlfriend as a teenager working at Wendy's was a Mormon, so I have slightly more than a cursory familiarity of the doctrine. Worst girlfriend ever, by the way. Never kiss a girl who doesn't smoke. It is okay if she doesn't smoke anymore, but this advice, I contend, will not let one down if heeded. As the topic of baptizing ancestors breaches again the sky visible past the open sliding glass door abruptly shifts from grey to palish green. Not a seafoam or a seasick or a pea, but a shade reserved for floors of state mental hospitals, disinfectant ready and climbing the edges of the walls. There is something else that is different. Laura and I exchange searching looks, interrupted in our comfort food conversation. We sit staring at each other for a solid minute before knitting our eyebrows and proceeding out on the deck. The atmosphere is physically thicker past the doorframe. Not more humid - the air is cool and moist, but no more so than before. Heavier. Gravity is still a theory. Although we confidently launch rockets and probes and parasail, we as a species are still uncertain as to whether gravity is a push or a pull. Gravity now feels like it is the ocean, waves jostling in all directions. A propagating wave packet, my head insists. I can't hear the rushing sound of the river. At all. Nor the wind visibly moving the branches strung above. The radio is unaffected. I am not. The last thing I remember when I awake is opening my mouth, partially full of cooked peppered yellow squash, and screaming. Silently. 


[ thousand segmented legs crawling


the monsters took her under cover of sunlight and treason I can't remember what she was wearing


roughhewn metals jagged under nails into nerve-riddled flesh, rusted dirt filled channels


you were there to nurture but instead you consumed until bloated and gaseous


unstable at this temperature NO!


claimed divinity with hives and fever, royal pink and chartreuse


steaming exhalations horses' breath

they spasmed fits and palsy

perspiration to the soil

which grew poisoned flowers from their tears


the limb twisted before the hinged joint borne unto the Firmament unmade


flutes whistling graveyard breezes


sounds are vibrations

sinusoidal dips and troughs and peaks and valleys

how many decimalled hurts?]


There is an aching in the back of my skull. No cartoon birds and stars halo. Rising from my face-up prone position on the freshly painted deck, Laura is first in my field of vision, back solidly pressed against the railing, her eyes wide and staring. Settling next to her while rubbing my nape, I dig in my pocket and fish out Ann's antique silver cigarette case. Taking two Camels out I offer one widdershins, quickly accepted. The black and gold laser-etched Zippo fails to click when struck but lights both. Baroque woodwinds and harpsichord are quarteting through the filthy sliding glass doors. It is the only sound. I dreamt of my daughter Kallisti. I have no idea where she is or if she is. Burnt ash drops without crackles, being shaken off by my trembling lips. Hot tears are streaming down, blurring the soundless vista with eloquent soundtrack. I haven't seen Kallisti since she was eight. She would be ten now. Her mother abandoned us when she was two-and-a-half, chasing heroin and cocaine with prostitution and psychopathic apathy. I don't remember dropping the finished butt or crawling to the pallet on the floor underneath the speakers. Batteries still holding out. Harpsichord and oboes give way to four cellos, dirge. Its suiting of the moment. Red wine has not helped the aching of my head. Laura's face is turned from my view, surveying silent scenery fit forra hotel wall painting. This is where you could be instead of MotorLodge #164. There is no chocolate mint on your pillow. Do not use blacklights in the vicinity of your bedspread, please and thank you. End of song, end of consciousness.


Floor shakes hard enough to propel me to my feet. Wagner's Ride of the Valkyries is blasting through the speakers, but it is too loud, absurdly loud, there's no way cones that size could make that much air move. Fuck this. Quick steps and noiseless slamming of the glass door. Thankfully the music diminishes in volume somewhat with this action. Its nighttime now. Laura is standing at the railing, one hand gripping the wood with enough force to turn her knuckles white, the other solidly around the ornate neck of a wine bottle labelled in Portuguese. She turns her head, frowning, only slightly, acknowledging my presence, then returns her sentry's position to the heavens. Half of the grey is parted centrally, revealing the new map of burning stars. Tens or thousands of minutes later Wagner dissolves into what would have been a station break, now the amplified buzzing of an ultraviolet bug zapper with two dragonflies struck frying in the mesh. This allows the only other sounds audible through to our senses: sirens calling from beyond Earth, skyward. A sort of synthetic chime set, microtuned at random and played by feasting vultures on a weighted keyboard. There is something new this time - a long, lilting, occasionally harmonized chorus of voices drifting in and out from a different point of night than the chimes, almost sideways from the horizon. If it is a language, it is none I recognize, though there are definitely parts repeating verse-chorus-verse. Many vowels, few consonants. Hours pass. The buzzing from the radio fades to nothingness leaving us with the calling of the stars. The chimes span about two octaves. The voices, if that's what they are, full spectrum. There are most certainly repeating themes, though mismashed between competing chorales. All of the voices are distinctly female, the epitome of an archetype of warrior class. A third distinct group sounds angrier than the first two, threatening. No, bitch, our dance moves slay your tired, weak-ass trots. It is beautiful, as much as it can be, but my ears are accustomed to atonality. Also very directional. The voices are coming from horizontal sources, maybe on the planet, while the chimes are beaming from a gyrating cluster of suns directly above our heads. I find that I don't care how my dehydrated body feels about this decision: I am getting as drunk as I can before a red-graped woman's hand closes the staring eyes of my corpse. 


"There is nothing new under the sun" somebody said once. Probably a guy. That's the kind of smug bullshit men get quoted saying. Fuck that guy. I'm glad he's dead. I hope it hurt the whole time. By all means, quote me on that. 


The darkness of night is lasting longer than it should. When I climb in the upstairs shower the water again thankfully runs clear. It is cold and wakes me up, though I'm still staggering drunk. Drinking in stomachfuls of water I emerge humming a companion piece to the concert around us. At least, I'm vibrating my throat and chest. It feels like what making sounds used to do. We've laid out couch cushions covering most of the deck and are observing. Writing on a legal pad with a pen screen printed Al's plumbing, Laura says it feels like noon. We've been dosing off in turns. She suggests Father Alien instead of Mother Nature. Our three local groups of singers have played through at least two albums of repeating hits. I turned off the radio, though it didn't respond immediately, stubbornly buzzing at least an hour after the off command was issued. My vintage is 1973, something in French. Saltine crackers, spray cheese in a can. I keep thinking about Mitch Hedberg's joke about it glowing in the dark, every bite. The chimes have almost completely faded, along with the brightness and location of its point of emanation. Glee club is picking up the tempo, but seemingly content with their distant concert halls. When I heavily plop down the notepad is passed over. Two words: Foxes. Below. Laura is strategically stationed under the thick fringed vinyl umbrella that formerly stood in the center of a round glass table next to a propane cookstove. On its side its functioning as a lean-to tent. Hanging my head over the railing, my eyes are greeted with twenty to thirty smaller shiny pairs staring back. Ashen grey and brownish-red foxes are doing much the same as we are, minus alcohol. Laura hands me a bag of marshmallows and we toss them down one by one. They look cute, smiling almost. I shiver. Laura tugs at my jacket and I join her on the other side of the lean-to. We stuff marshmallows in our ears, hoping we don't wake to find ants crawling, searching through our brains. 


Something is tickling my face and smells like bubblegum. Opening my sleepshut eyes I discover an orange fox on my chest, staring directly at me. It licks my nose several times and is instantly gone when a peal of gravelly smoker's laughter erupts from beside me. Some giant, probably taloned hand has turned the volume knob of the world back to the right again. Trees, river, that sweeping, scratching noise, all back. I haven't seen Laura happy, even briefly, like this since we found ourselves wandering. The little furry scamp ate the marshmallows out of her ears too, she says. For minutes it is easier to breathe, even with the obligatory cigarette smoke. Happiness is rare now, has been for years. Just a little reminds my body what it is like to be alive. Lighter grey, occluded sky. Something like morning has arrived, however late. The same clawed huge fingers changed the world's gear ratio back to where it was. We're spinning...I see a flash of memory instead of what my eyes report. My autistic daughter spinning herself dizzy holding a ribbon, a glittery one, inches thick, sparkles fluttering. Quickly I pretend to cough and turn away, holding my closed fist in front of my face. There is no need to spoil whatever semblance of humanity is left in us by sharing this thought. "I'll make breakfast! Something hot!" She knocks the umbrella over leaping up like a clumsy feline. Burying my face in the rough cushions, I bite down on the material covering the foam, thankfull to be out of view.


Breakfast is handmade tortillas, generic, mechanically separated beef from a squat can, diced tomatoes, black beans, corn. Blue rings of flames perform the chemistry on command. All the exciting little kid junk food has been torn through, leaving stacks of stolid, adult canned rations. There is plenty of wine. At first discovery I advised Laura not to quaff the ones that read " Port ". A friend's favorite author was Jack Kerouac. He mentioned more than thrice getting drunk on port wine. Turns out that's code for alcoholic cherry snow cone syrup. Which did provide me with the line "Man, I ain't shit my pants since I was twenty-seven!" For the record, my favorite author is HP Lovecraft. My takeaway was never, ever swim or float on, in, near, or near a painting of the ocean. Better include lakes to be sure. And if it doesn't have fins reconsider your menu choice. 


Considering the condition of the world around us we had immediately abandoned our lifelong commitment to living green and recycling. Throwing our refuse over the wooden railing wasn't an issue that required debate or reconsidering. Fort Mumbleblarrg, upon our commandeering, quickly became unfit to impress visiting colonels. Both of us passed out underneath the tilted umbrella, she under a thin blanket and I sporting a hideous shower curtain that was most certainly someone's stolen memento of a naughty liaison, the grey above us got brighter and dimmed. My eyebrows knitted upon being disturbed. Is today Wednesday? Forgot to set the cans out on the curb. Shitgoddamnmotherbitch the old couple two doors down are alcoholics. They're green container is full of- 


Slowly raising my head and torso from the seat cushions I have the conscious thought that I really don't want to know what is making that waste management noise underneath my feet. I am tired of acquiring knowledge. My head is full, thank you. Try again next year. Mayhap by then I'll have finally succeeded in getting rid of those terrible '80s pop country lyrics that my parents thought would be useful to carry around with me for the rest of my life. Or that list of all the adverbs in the English language my frizzy-headed bitch of an AEGT teacher shoved in without permission. Then I'll have space for more data storage, but not now. Something is snorting and something is loudly crinkling. Maybe the social security office sent the wrinkly winos some of the CIA's cocaine stash covertly disguised as Sun Chips. They're humping furiously in the drainage ditch and feeling like teenagers again. That's sweet. Let 'em throw bottles and challenge life with a shaking skyward fist. She was a cheerleader, and he built an entire car from junkyard parts in Auto Shop. Their kid got dismembered five ways by a landmine, but that was at least six years ago. What-


Decking underneath vibrates as whatever is below us thuds against one of the support beams. A misty exhalation of partially digesting organic matter sprays into view on the other side of the railing. I still haven't sprung to my feet. Blood pressure hasn't come close to spiking. We all have our fetishes. Who am I to tell them what do after the evening news on a weekday? Can't believe you're poking me in the ribs to relate this story. Bullshit. You'll smile and wave when we drive by like always. A low, three second rumbling causes the deck to vibrate atta different wavelength. Fucking waves, man. No, I don't want to go to the beach. They eat lots of cabbage and partake in excited conversations at mealtimes. They're passionate people. I am not getting out bed. That's what the largest sites on the internet are for. To see things like this whenever you wake up. 

I. Am. Sleeping.

Go. Away.

Fuck. This.


Brown bears are smaller than black bears, which are in turn smaller than grizzlies. This one is grey. Its back sports the left arm and face of a human melted into it, off-center towards the animal's right flank. Impossible to tell if the face belongs to a man or woman. Just the first two inches are showing, matted with the bear's greyed fur. The eyes are lidless and staring with tiny dots for pupils, pale brown eyes seeming to fade to grey with their surroundings. The left arm is active, flailing and grasping at anything that touches the palm momentarily. Mouth is slack, open, no tongue. I don't know how to judge how large the bear is. I think it is bigger than a standard brown one, and I have no geographic clues. Fort Mumbleblarrg's newcomer is not okay with its tenant's selfish policy of not sharing foodstuffs with the local wildlife, except insects. And its demanding to be heard. I have been close to a few brown bears before, seen pictures of the other ones, and I don't remember them having teeth this long and sharp. Jagged, like shark's teeth. At least they're not in rows. Huh. What a strange thought.


An explosion, this one close enough to send flaming fist sized chunks of burning matter hailing down upon us and everything in sight. A searing blast of oven barrels directly sideways, transmuting the visible spectrum to the final day of a carnival, full of cheap plastic bottled whiskey, burnt sugar, understated menace, and malice overt. Both of us are thrown against the far railing. Almost losing consciousness, we scramble to toss several erupting couch cushions over the side before the rest of the upholstery ignites. The entire deck vibrates violently as the nightmare bear is thrown against the mooring posts, its jaws snapping several times like a shark's. A shriek far too reminiscent of human speech bellows from below. Laura is on her feet first, brandishing her saw-toothed machete but backing towards the sliding glass doors, one of which has cracked deeply but maintained its integrity. I follow her wide-eyed gaze to spy the offending creature coming into view as it woundedly staggers towards the riverbank. A two-foot section of its rear flank is actively on fire, on the side opposite the unfortunate human addition. The human handed arm is flailing, fingers blurring. It becomes apparent that the unsettling sounds its making are also coming from the face enmeshed in the fur on its back. Unbelievably I find myself fascinated, unable to take in any other stimuli. Trailing an stench part burning hair and part Texas BBQ, it tumbles headfirst over a rocky ledge and is swept splashing fetid mudwater with the current. I lose my stomach contents over the railing, tannin-rich and sharply red. Behind me, a clang resounds as the machete hits now bare wood slats and a sound much more disheartening than any our mutant visitor had uttered bursts from Laura's lungs. 


[ charred glass and copper, poly-fill and stuffed animals' eyes, once alive with children's imagination now splattered with phlegm and dirt


carousel uneven creaks flashing ticking bulbs in the humid summer air


the disappointment in her eyes


parasites replacing fish tongues


many eyed the reproach


ifs, not whens


dovecote abandoned


sharp stab upon kneeling] 


Fort Mumbleblarrg has grown more than a few charred scars on its outer walls and roof, but demurely extinguished itself on behalf of its pair of new occupants. Which is fortunate, since neither of us remembered the fire extinguishers under the kitchen sink, cabineted away from prying eyes until far too late for them to have done us any good. Our favorite perch of second story deck still holds our weight when we jump on it, and gets a new coating of upholstered cushions, the aforementioned red spray cans taking sentry post at each corner. I use a jet-nozzled water hose to spray off or away any unpleasant remnants underneath. Taking stock of rations, we find several weeks' worth of gluttony still shelved, with far more wine than either of our stomachs will forgive us for. There are no other structures in view, at least nothing that could still be recognized as a structure, but we decide that an exploratory mission a bit farther down wouldn't hurt, spoiled as we are from all the junk food consumed previously. A search of the premises turns up no maps or information regarding our Fort's geographic relationship to anything else. There are no firearms either. Colors are still skewed unwholesomely. It is voted that any expedition for more supplies be held off until, well, something changes. The propane canister attached to the cookstove is full. Cans of ham and pork product, sliced potatoes, name brand government cheese. Add heat. Stir. Pass out from exasperated exhaustion. Maybe getta chance to repeat. 


Tapioca morning. Beigeish-grey with lumps of sky pus. Just like mom would make, including streaks of burnt char floating here and there and everywhere. Colors have not returned to - previous? Browns are lighter tans. Blues are non-existent. Reds are darker, as are the lightest hues. Yellows are peppered mustard. Greens are in the army now. It is observed the wind direction has been generally the same as far back as we recall starting this trip. Which keeps a fairly consistent speed for a weather pattern. When my father died, I found a notebook embossed with a gold US Air Force Chaplaincy seal dated 1974 that he had partially filled with the weekly rainfall amounts on our half acre property for fourteen years. He would watch the Weather Channel non-stop. And that was some of the more interesting data tables meticulously recorded. Weekly expenditures on groceries, including exciting annotations, such as the BX discontinuing their brand of generic grade "A" cigarettes. Monthly lottery totals - spent, won, and lost. If I were writing all of this down as an account of my life during what most surely is the final chapters, this would be the most horrific part. As I had such a meteorological inspiration at home, the specific scientific study of weather was not one of my favorites. My brain stubbornly insists nevertheless that a constant, unchanging wind pattern is not only wholly unnatural but surely cataclysmic. Of course it is. And not even top five on my probable events to be concerned about list. 

Laura uses a plastic folding stepladder to climb onto the roof, easily attaining the peak. After about a minute she yells that she can see two more similarly constructed roofs further up the riverbank, hiding silent and ominous amidst the pines. The one closest appears like it took a direct hit from a meteor, maybe recently. I don't ask why she thinks that, and she doesn't explain. Also reported is the absence of anything else. Sliding down the shingles directly to the deck she takes the gutter with her to the floor. Triumphantly. I applaud. 


The scabrous cloud cover begins to darken above us as we are emptying our backpacks in preparation for what we assume will be a shortish excursion - a scavenger hunt in search of girl scout cookies and anything inebriating besides wine. Thunder churns in the distance, a reversed .wav sample with the release parameter cut off. Windspeed dies to almost completely still - the eye of a scowling hurricane. Within a minute precipitation pelts from above. It hits suddenly, a moving vertical wall of high velocity liquid. We were under the parasol already, but instinctively we curl farther away from the edges. Not wanting to touch it immediately, we watch silently as the muted twists of hues and tints that had comprised everything in our views gets actually washed away, a color by number demonstration from end to beginning. The world matches the convex glass screen images my 8-bit Nintendo projected me on the black-and-white Zenith screen in my tiny walk-in closet sized bedroom growing up, contrast knob past middle detent. What were formerly straight deck plank edges become pebbled mud. I can't decide if it is an actual effect of the downpour or the tears in my eyes and very soon, I stop trying. Laura curls up tighter in a ball and leans against me. I put my arms around her and my head behind hers. With our eyes closed it sounds just like ordinary rain. More funnel shaped thunderclaps. I try to think of nothing and fail. The memory of my first girlfriend's best friend splashing in the rain as we made out in her parent's van parked in a Southwest Texas University parking lot. I can't remember her name, the friend, but she was narcoleptic. She actually couldn't order soup atta restaurant and told us there was an official phobia about drowning in a bowl of soup. I can't remember that word either. 


The bleaching downpour ends as abruptly as the onset. An extremely unpleasant brightness is glowing through my closed lids. I pull the shower curtain over us and combined with her bedding we have the classic pillow fort. It helps, but I still refuse to open my eyes. Actually, being in a world before the colorist hits the comic book is nothing like the animated Saturday morning drama/commercials would have had us believe. We lay huddled under the coverings with our faces buried in our pillows. Hours pass. I mimic Ed Sullivan and say, "and now, the Beatles.." answered with a "Huh?" and an audible grain of relief. I explain the reference. She makes up improv cowboy shows with heap big success. I relate as many Twilight Zone and Outer Limits and Alfred Hitchcock plots as I can remember, which is quite allot. Fortunately the stash of wine is at hand. When stranded mysteriously inna horrifying alternate dimension remember to bring a storyteller other than Teddy Ruxpin. Makes the hours melt away. Ah, like the colors. I don't remember falling asleep or what episode I was on. When I next become conscious my head is angry and my mouth is dry and I am still not willing to open my eyes or crawl from underneath the damp bedclothes. 


I dreamt of creatures the size of hippopotamuses that resemble gnashing coarse haired earwigs, themselves infested with hamster sized translucent lice. They burrow mineshafts and clack when they move, leaving lanes of upheaval. They are rupturing asphalt through and around a highway overpass, concrete powdering. No traffic is visible. Was the sky always grey? Gas masks in children's sizes adorning the plastic visages of mannequins. A great crowd in attendance atta megachurch, screens gigantic. An even more crowded parking lot. The empty parking lot at the amusement park by the time our sweeper trucks would arrive overflowing barrels and bags and cans and bottles as far as the horizon, and over. A hive mind disturbed by petroleum. And then quiet. Periwinkle and soft. The smiling nude figure of Patricia Ann, my fiancé, the rightful owner of the silver cigarette case. No sound. She smiles and moves slowly, close-up of her face, her hazel eyes and layered colors of auburns and brunettes. This image lasts just as long as the previous combined. And then-


Dampness. Soaked linens in contact with my waterlogged skin. Sweat cascading, though the ambient temperature is cool. Sweeping, scratching above the rush of the river. The fore quarter of a yacht has upended nose to sky along our side of the riverbank. Cords and cables suspend sunken hangers-on trailing downstream. Bright colors are visible in the torn sunlight below decks. A blackened smear is still traceable marking the bear's escape to trout Valhalla. Despite the obvious forces that brought a chunk of watercraft still present, I get an urge to investigate the bright colors, perhaps merely because they are bright colors. Laura is still asleep and doesn't move when I shamble out onto the deck. Camel from the silver clamshell engraved case. Cthulhu Zippo clicks and sparks. I grab a tree trimming pole with rusting serrated half-circle at the end and pick my way goat-like towards my destination, the wreck of the Robin Leech IV. 


Upon reaching the remains of the craft it is far more noticeable how much it is moving with the current. I have no intention of getting in the water and see that most of the primary tinctures that lured me here are various life preservers. With exception of a latched plastic box, which looks like a first aid kit. Laying belly down on the honeycombed limestone it takes no effort at all to snag it and draw it towards my hands. The mess of fiberglass and foam shifts to the side away from me shortly thereafter. Snapping it open I realize it is not a first aid kit, but an expensive lunch kit, bearing logos I don't recognize. Inside are half a dozen chocolate bars and the greening contents of what must have been sandwiches. Good enough. As I'm reaching the Fort the wreckage gives completely way and continues its journey. I decide to give Laura a choice: maybe these arrived by sea, maybe by pterodactyl. My first instinct is to show Kallisti. Existing on sugars is the realm of the child. Eating two on the stairs, I wait until I sense movement above me to continue ascending. 


At what point is conversation an adversary?


A bright orange, open-roofed, roll barred pickup truck laying on its side is the first thing visible as we crest the hill, having hacked our way up a pebbled drainage culvert to our neighboring meteor strike. The home is/was similar to the one we have claimed, colors and building materials matching. Floorplan a bent mirror of Mumbleblarrg. The damage to the roof has caused the entire structure to cave in on itself, like a punch in the center of a risen yeast doughball. It is not creaking or making any undue complaints, just looking defeated. A smear of linens and cutlery sprays out in front of the entranceway, an ornate wood and glass windowed doubledoor. Closed, but not locked, we find. Swinging inward without the customary horror movie sound effects, the scene laid before our eyes is silent and bewildering. A giant, probably taloned hand has used a massive charcoal to sketch in the sickeningly elongated outlines of four humanoid figures from underneath the overturned and burnt sectional sofa across the floor and facing wall. Pompeii-like in spectacle, an upraised arm with fingers splayed is discernable easily near the vaulted ceiling. Piles of black soot mimic rolling anthills across the long piled carpet. A few bushy tails weave away behind endtables. Not seeing any remaining access tooan upstairs, we both hug the outer walls inna circuitous route to the kitchen. Neither of us register a closed pantry door as luck. Maybe fortuitous. Wordlessly backpacks are stretched to capacity. Finding positive foothold on the debris strewn floors proves more treacherous on the way out. Slamming the entranceway doors behind us explodes loud exhalations from our lungs. Whatever was in is now out. True artists we are.


The way back is always shorter than the route there, and today is no exception. Unloading the bounty soberly I set down a two liter of generic dark soda and without thinking immediately pick it back up. A genuine smile for the briefest of moments before searching fingers find the release mechanism. And the clever stash safe almost unscrews itself. Dry titters from both of us. About half an ounce of some sticky centerfold worthy marijuana. Unexpected but more common a relic than anything else. Some things are the same on both sides of the interdimensional abyss line. We consider waiting 'til after our shift, lest our bosses knock us off as we're applying fire. 


Bellies stuffed with very little nutrients and way too many calories, Laura showers while yelling obnoxiously the lyrics to something that must have been in heavy rotation midway on the radio dial. Despite being nearly distended, emptiness caverns my interior while clawed hands squeeze the air from my lungs. 


Solely to amuse myself I spray paint "The Way Out Is Through" in red block letters across the roof shingles facing the waterway. I consider adding the signature windows as eyes of the classic Amityville house before realizing I don't draw well enough to pull it off. Instead, an arrow groundward labelled DOWN. 


Upon surveying my red painted handiwork, Laura adds THIS SIDE to the DOWN arrow. It seems more positive and helpful that way, she says. I got a good start with the roof, may as well keep the good vibes on parade. I shrug and nod, passing her the bong it took all of ten minutes to build and digging my free hand into a disturbingly loud bag of cheese powdered popcorn, not one formerly purchased with a trademark on it, but one made from popping kernels over the propane stove and dumping them into a large paper bag, then dousing with packets of the powdered cheese paste of poverty from macaroni and cheese dinner boxes, extra salt. The previous food purchasers had apparently been watching their sodium intake. I wonder out loud how much of that gunpowdery substance on the carpet was sodium. And if it would have been worse had there been less or more. Usually this much cynicism would draw a remark from my current companion, but not now. A burst of smoke filled exhalation and and now there are two hands digging in the popcorn. The sky and the river have been slowly becoming the color of Fanta Orange for the past few hours. We are both filling our stomachs with as much dry, filling items as we can shove in. Saltine crackers with peanut butter (low sodium, low fat). Half a case of red dry from California up on deck. Ready for horror and nausea when you are, world.


The expected wave hits with the same directional wind picking up to twice average speed. My stomach registers the intrusion but defies, asking for more California red. A shockwave sends both of us to our knees, cushioned from the hard wood of the deck. Instantly I hear Patty's voice discussing our favored sexual acts and reasons why over the telephonic airwaves from Michigan. The jazz playing on the radio gets louder, impossibly louder. Herbie Hancock, I recall. Stan Getz begins with impromptu vocals courtesy of my lover-to-be as the brightening orange river rises centrally over thirty feet. No discernable reason is visible underneath. Chunks of debris are ramped up and flung a distance before reuniting with the waterway. I remember my mother complaining about the name of the local river when we lived in South Carolina, the Pee Dee. Her name was Dolores; schizophrenics always relating their world through their own selfishness. Patricia asks me what my favorite sexual position is on three. One, two, ...and we agree. Something massive and crocodile like swishes its scaled tail upstream, smashing a former boat dock further and letting loose a low-pitched growl. Jaws snap. We cheer from our perch above the Firmament. Lunch happens, whether its fishy or salty popcorn. 


My available balance is seventeen cents I tell the soda-colored sky as I'm knocked over again on my way to our lean-to shelter. Laura busts out laughing, remembering that I was still waiting on my income tax refund. Finding purchase on my mat I deliriously sing a NOFX song while quaffing more wine. "Malt liquor tastes much better on the street!" They had inflatable sheep sex toys in-store for that album promotion. Laying on my back I notice the sky bubbling carbonated around the edges of my vision. Where are Fantanas when you need them? We cheer and salute our surroundings with our bottles as another wave tests our stomachs.


Laura is shaking me. I am typically reticent to rouse. She persists, adding, "WAKE UP!" in a less than calm manner. Eyes are opened as she yanks my body up by my shirt. I think, "Why? Something is obviously going to kill us really, really fucking soon and I was asleep. Do you know what it is like dying in your sleep? Pretty awesome, I hear. Like preferred. Why-." And then I notice too much orange. Which, by the way, is somehow not even close to disturbing as no colors but black and grey. Just before I drank myself into a coma I remembered thinking that the sky was more creamsicle than Fanta. Mmmm. Ice cream. Snore. And it still is, though much dimmer. In fact, it should be the dead of night. No stars visible. Heavy, rapidly moving cloud cover, sherbet orange. Looking forward parallel to the ground thick forest of pine trees is still visible, the house we're crashing at. But everything about four feet from the bottom of the deck is covered in Fanta. "It is not a fog. Watch." She throws a small bag of trash, which we have been keeping in the spirit of not attracting so much attention, over the railing, as far up and out as she can. I watch its arc and see it splash. A few hundred feet and far too high for it to be in the river. I hear the sound of it hitting the rocky shore a second or so after seeing it ripple liquid-like through the orange. "It looks like liquid. Reacts like liquid. I stirred it with that oar. I watched it rise from the river. Like, from the river. It poured out of the river half an hour ago. No sounds, but from the river, like a dam had burst. I stirred it, but it didn't have any resistance. It just looks like it is there. We can still hear the river and where it is. And whatever the fuck is going on with those moving stars. It is a good thing I heard you making noises for years or I would have shot myself in the head the first time I heard that shit. And. And. An ..." Laura shakes her gaze falls downward. "Well, at least someone was listening." I offer. We sit. She offers all her thoughts of her four children, her grandchildren. I discourse on my daughter and fiancé. The orange silently stays attits level below deck, our eyes never straying while we speak.


[encouraged with a crowbar, she


head lifted by his hair, raining blood seconds after being severed, he saw the crowd's children eating snacks a full ten seconds


they all deserved the typhoid, Mary


none of the sisters even human


monastery wouldn't let them in

they froze to death attits gates


the flesh devoured by parasites until they burst forth from inside, spilling onto the tiled floor


she only looks you in the eye if she's lying


children of the village ingested


teeth falling out, blood in urine, cough


if not now, when?


fire consuming


go on little girl, ring the bell] 


This continues long into what our clocks tell us is the afternoon. No change in anything exterior. Eventually we mutually agree that there isn't a whole lot we can do if the orange rises and engulfs us, except maybe climb on the roof. Climbing onto our mats after making sure the plastic stepladder is in an emergency position we fall into a silence. I'm still drinking, but we were both slurring our speech from the start. Physical exhaustion does not stave off the watchful eyes, and we both wind up staring all around us. The river's chunky rush, that scratching noise, yipping and barking of foxes at one point. The atonality of the new stars fades with what should be daybreak. We muse aloud as to the fate of our all-star female glee club gladiator circuit. I stand and proclaim loudly my preference for the third, angrier sounding ones before falling nearly on my face. Laura yells that I'm just saying that because I was born with the reds. 


A footnote: B.B. King is noted as saying that everybody has the blues. I happen to disagree with the King. I was born with the fucking reds. My fiancé, who, not coincidentally, is the mother of my child's oldest sister, has a touch of the psychic flair. Her aunt told us that I am a frightening, bewildering thing to behold on the astral plane. An ever-changing, red cloud of faces and forms with three long penises, frontally mounted prehensile scorpion-like projections. This is the story of the same woman who grabbed my junk after I danced with her one holiday at the grandmother's. 

Perhaps it is because I am a Discordian in faith. And/or because my mother was a paranoid schizophrenic and I grew up usually alone with her, the behavior patterns well observed. Or maybe I'm just radd. She also said that sometimes she would observe me astrally, and I would disappear. Which apparently isn't supposed to happen. Like, according to her the astral plane is where one goes to be invisible, no one ever disappears from it. Always happy to be disconcerting, ma'am. Legend has it that Prissy, my ex of ten years and the third of four girls next-door, drew a picture of me in that form as a little girl, no one quite expecting to find that those three projections were penises. To be fair, I don't think I would have assumed that either. Patricia, my betrothed one, told me that while herself in a sort of trance state after nearly fourteen hours of continuous conversation. I have been exploring various trance and brainwave states all my life, even inadvertently as a child. Sometimes things are amazingly perfect together. And sometimes things wind up in some kind of fucked up alternate dimension next-door more than likely doomed in some sort of uncertain but probable way. Such as life, as Kurt Vonnegut would say.

[Part Two]


Police sirens. That cop who turned around from the passenger seat on the other side of the steel fence and asked me where I got the acid. "Aw, man. Why you doing me this way? You sold it to me. I thought we were friends." Patty's surprisingly low and sultry, formerly tobacco-tinged voice, "Will you marry me?" And I, "Absolutely. Of course. Yes." 


Brightness. Eyes are stuck together. Mouth is as well. Head hurts like a wound. Despite all of this I have an erection, complaining against the black denim. Propping myself up on my side, I realize I am laying directly on the bare oriented strand board of the master bedroom floor, next to the box springs on the other side of the room from the bathroom's entranceway. My backpack is next to me, its contents spilled out partially. It does not appear my original idea was to use it as a pillow. Kallisti's rainbow Hello Kitty unicorn stuffed toy is lying next to me on the boards. That must have been the goal. Light is filtered in the room through the closed sliding glass doors, as filthy as they were when we arrived and now striped with grey, two-inch-wide tape already peeling. It still seems too bright. My stomach isn't nauseated. Besides my head nothing physically hurts, not even a cramp from passing out in such an inopportune location. I fish out Ann's case and spark a cigarette, refilling it from the supply conveniently already next to me. The resultant smoke lingers hazy in still, mottled air. Finishing the first one too soon, a second joins it. The scene reminds me of a movie, any movie, maybe one I saw as a child, when life was a stressful series of near-misses and collisions with loudness. Poorly tuned upright piano would suit, but I'm glad there's no soundtrack. Sounds of wind, insects buzzing, sweeping/scratching, and the grey television noise of the river under it all. My body tells me I've been asleep for a long time. It is done resting, even though I'm already voting for another period of blackout. Walking sideways to the bathroom my boots crunch on pieces of broken mirror, the large one that had been attached to the drawers along the bedroom wall. Shoveling water from the tap in my mouth before resting my forehead at the bottom of the basin and letting it flow around my eyes and ears, the roof above gently thuds with footfalls of what should be a cat but is probably a fox. 


Slumping back outside, determined to ignore my body's insistence that enough rest has been achieved, I collapse on the pallet of varying soft things under the umbrella. I register the fact that Laura is not laying there before pulling my daughter's toy, the one that she gave me to hold on the way out from a visitation at the Child Protective Services offices in New Braunfels behind the independently owned gas station, to my face. Closing my eyes, I can clearly see the obese, ugly monsters employed there, their names embedded in their images. The rote emotionless monotone reciting of the most elementary psychological programming. Repeating lies over and over is supposed make others repeat them as well. The fear and angry bewilderment on their butter knife painted faces when it didn't work. The large, brightly colored warning sign in the hallway stating that being close enough to read it causes cancer. That's why we put this transmitter in a hallway filled with your children and the malformed rejects of humanity. Something steps on a decaying branch somewhere. I do not open my eyes. 


Angela Rios. That was the creature assigned to our case. Flabby too-short fingers clumsily slipping on pages it was reading from, baby carrots stuck in a fleshy softball center. Her lips always bore the expression of someone shitting with hemorrhoids. That was her happy, smiling expression, the one imprinted with proximity of diet soda and packaged food and parasitic disease, credit cards and lease agreements. She was around ten years younger than me and appeared ten years older. Claimed to have two spawn of her own, but I didn't believe that for a second. That would require someone to have sex with that thing. Framed on her desk was propped a picture of indeed two children, curiously where the person sitting across from her could view it. Neither of the boys bore any of her features besides a general skin tone. There was no wedding band on her furred paw, nor a line tracing the former existence of one. Always dressed in clothes that accentuated the fact that it didn't have a neck, no matter what the temperature. Like all of its cohorts, disgusting and disgrace full. I'll never forget her telling a trainee, a bloodless, red-headed, hook-nosed skinny thing, that "children are resilient" when my daughter was kicking and screaming, tears streaming down her beautiful face from her blue eyes, desperately trying to hold on to her father whom she had never known a twenty-four-hour period without since the day of her birth. It took both of them to carry her to the vehicle of the woman she was sold to, the teacher across the hall from hers at Wiederstein Elementary whom she was engaged in an affair with, herself married tooa policeman. She was still screaming as the short-tempered woman behind the wheel gunned the engine, actually leaving black treadmarks on the asphalt in the parking lot. She was never the same from that day forward. Kallisti was so happy she woke up laughing. She loved Hello Kitty and My Little Pony and playing on her tablet and her daddy. After that day, the first visitation after she got on the bus and never got off, she was never the same. Tears replaced laughter, for both of us. 


No one cares about anyone else, ever, do they? 


It is greylight when my eyes open again, internal clock registering that another resting period of time has passed. The wind has not ceased, either in direction or intensity. I open a can of unicorn meat packed with a dark red barbecue sauce and devour the contents without putting a dent in my famished state, white corn tortilla chips (less sodium!) with an unfamiliar brand on the bag crunching between bites. There is no sign that Laura has returned to base camp. Her backpack is missing as is her large, green handled machete. The spiral notepad and Al's pen are sitting untouched by messages on the stainless steel cookstove, anchored by a purple crystal geode. A few inches tall statue of an anthropomorphic clothes wearing groundhog with sunglasses holds a sign that reads "I heart Massachusetts clam chowder" is smiling up at me next to the faceted, shiny rock. I have never seen this particular gem of a conversation piece before, though I recognize it as the kind of thing that Laura would leave at my house on a semiannual visit. I am still staring at the painted plaster exposed teeth when my hand hits the bottom of the bag of chips and comes back wanting more. The little wannabe inanimate woodchuck's name is Timothy, not Tim, I have decided. He made the clothes he is wearing himself, including the shoes, but did not write the printing on the sign, being illiterate. He has been paid to advertise on a sidewalk closer to a beach than he would like for a restaurant that barely has enough business to keep its two employees and proprietor in the kind of lifestyle they are accustomed to, the kind with food and shelter. This is not a children's story, nor animation. There is grit and hard-boiled detective debauchery in this hole-dweller's tale.  


Gulping more water while considering what tin to next explore I scan the surrounding pines and immediate area for signs of my companion in unfortunateness. No footprints in the nonexistent snow. Ants have absconded with the breadcrumbs. Deciding on mandarin orange pieces lazily glopping in extra light syrup I add some aspirin to the swallows. 


Besides the sweeping scratching the environment is content being Earth for a moment. Stomach full, I return to sleep, stubbornly insisting that the eatery by the Cape on the coast isn't going to celebrate another year of operation, knowing that it won't work. Whatever story I have invented will not be there while dreaming while asleep, replaced by narratives not of my conscious design and certainly not of my choosing. Pulling the pile of various softer materials over my body, I hold the embroidered eyelashed toy to my chest. The last thought I have before thoughts escape is that my body cannot afford the moisture it is losing through my face. 


[rash of symptoms mimicking closely that of 


red with heat the end of the iron brand smells of cooking flesh when pulled away


concrete right-angled architecture bars on windows many stories up


primary colored plastic shining with smeared, fingerprinted grease


gunpowder spilling from hands trembling packing the round shot too many there are too many


their faces sweaty on the bed, swiveling on necks as the door is thrown open


Mommy? Where are....


register printing, this is all make believe, none of the drawer's contents are worth anything, they all bear beastly marks


when the time came, it was too late


a full three minutes before the uselessly flailing body hit the jagged rocks, cutting off the scream


blue and red neon sign illuminating what will soon be cordoned off with yellow and black crime scene tape


remember, don't yell rape, yell fire] 


Morpheus does not descend. Body not cooperating with upright locomotion, I remain on the flattened pile of makeshift bedding. The air is getting colder in increments as our adventures in screaming horror continue. We are already wearing jackets but sweating with minor exertion. Occluded sky is fading in brightness. Stomach is surprisingly holding up well considering the amounts of wine it has had processed through it recently. Rest of the organism that transports it a mass of taut wires and knotted musculature, still begging for more hydration. My concern for Laura's whereabouts is growing, not that realistically she would be that much safer in my company. A scene of a pine tree revealing a bark-toothed face near the roots, an uncommissioned Henson Workshop creation stored cobwebbed in a warehouse, skirts through my imagination from left to right. No sound. Always one to crack the humor, I think it is not from Disney, so it probably won't break into a chorus. 


Travel to this point had been far from uneventful; most of our supplies being appropriated from the outskirts of ruined civilization centered around the jutting, twisted remnants of a bridge. Fires were actively burning there and many of the buildings were shells, crumbling stage edifices hiding overturned dumpsters. The general rule we have observed up until this point is that anything manufactured by humankind now has the tendency to explode without warning. There were many corpses present, or pieces of them overlaid with torn fragments of clothing. Moving, living organics have been more prevalent since our arrival at Mumbleblarrg, the terrain itself swallowing us whole or in portions chiefly our concern. 


While wrapped in my thoughts my attentions are caught by the thunderous crashing to my right. Sitting upright I can see a surge of water bursting through the river through the wooden railing. A giant, taloned hand has thrown in a few thousand sets of generic building blocks and flushed somewhere upstream. Instinctually I brace for impact as shattered pieces of boat hulls are flung past my vantage point in an unending wave of violence spilling over the banks. Fort Mumbleblarrg is still a partially existing structure primarily because of the distance it sits from the waterway. 